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The federal Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP)2 is the cornerstone of
government efforts to help needy seniors and families stay warm and avoid hypothermia in the
winter, as well as stay cool and avoid heat stress (even death) in the summer. LIHEAP is an
important safety net program for low-income, unemployed and underemployed families
struggling in this economy. LIHEAP has helped approximately 6 million households afford their
energy bills in FY 2019.3 In light of the crucial safety net function of this program in protecting
the health and well-being of low-income seniors, consumers with disabilities, and families with
very young children, we respectfully request that LIHEAP be funded at no less than $4.7 billion
for FY 2020.
The Urgent Need for Adequate LIHEAP Appropriations
Funding LIHEAP at no less than $4.7 billion for the regular program in FY 2020 would restore
LIHEAP funding to FY 2011 levels and will help protect the health and well-being of an
estimated additional one million fragile households according to the National Energy Assistance
Directors’ Association.4
One indicator of the growing need for energy assistance is the growing number of
disconnections. In states like Iowa that track utility credit and collections information, the
involuntary disconnection of residential gas and electric customers increased by 123% between
1999 and 2018. For the year ending December 1999, there were less than 25,000 involuntary
disconnections in Iowa. For the calendar year ending December 2018 the disconnections had
more than doubled to well over 55,000. The increase over the long term in disconnection of vital
home energy and utility services, as seen in Iowa, may be observed in states around the country
that collect and report such information, including Ohio, Pennsylvania, California, and
Massachusetts. For very poor, struggling households, LIHEAP helps bring the cost of these
essential heating and cooling services within reach for an estimated 6 million low-income
households and helps them stay connected.
Energy bills are not affordable for struggling, low-income households. The average LIHEAP
household in 2015 devoted over 8% of total household income just for home energy services,
compared to an average of under 4% for all U.S. households. Home energy is also more
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expensive during prolonged periods of extreme temperatures because households use more fuel
to keep the home at safe temperatures. Prolonged colder than normal temperatures, such as the
sharp cold wave that resulted in 22 deaths and affected a wide swath of the country January to
March 20195 can result in an unexpected, increased use of heating fuels. Likewise, prolonged hot
temperatures can result in an increased need for air conditioning, particularly for consumers with
certain medical conditions.6
Yet, struggling low-income households are at risk of disconnection from essential utilities
because they do not have the savings or income on hand to afford their energy bills. The Federal
Reserve finds that 4 in 10 households report that they would have difficulty with an unexpected
expense of $400 and that 3 in 10 households are either unable to pay their bills or are a modest
financial setback from hardship.7 A growing body of research is documenting the rise in
household income volatility (the dramatic fluctuation of income over time) and the impacts on
household well-being.8 Approximately one-third of households experience income volatility9 and
irregular work schedules were the leading cause of volatility.10 When income is hard to predict
from week-to-week and month-to-month, paying for necessities such utility service can be
difficult, if not impossible without help from programs like LIHEAP. Households experiencing
income volatility tend to turn to more expensive alternative financial services products such as
payday loans.11 Analysis of material hardship for low and moderate income consumers
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experiencing income volatility found much higher rates of skipped bills, skipped medical care,
skipped housing payments and food insecurity.12
LIHEAP protects the health and safety of the frail elderly, the very young and those with chronic
health conditions, such as diabetes, that increase susceptibility to temperature extremes. LIHEAP
assistance also helps keep families together by keeping homes habitable during the bitter cold
winter and sweltering summers.
LIHEAP Is a Critical Safety Net Program for the Elderly, the Disabled and Households
with Young Children
Dire Choices and Dire Consequences: Recent national studies have documented the dire choices
low-income households face when energy bills are unaffordable. Because adequate heating and
cooling are tied to the habitability of the home, low-income families will go to great lengths to
pay their energy bills. According to the US Energy Information Agency (EIA), one in three
households face challenges meeting energy needs, with over 20 percent forgoing basic
necessities to pay their energy bills, over 10% report keeping their home at unsafe temperatures
and almost 15% received a disconnection notice.13 EIA’s analysis is consistent with other studies
showing that low-income households faced with unaffordable energy bills cut back on
necessities such as food, medicine and medical care.14 The U.S. Department of Agriculture has
documented the connection between low-income households, especially those with elderly
persons, experiencing very low food security and heating and cooling seasons when energy bills
are high.15 A pediatric study in Boston documented an increase in the number of extremely low
weight children, age 6 to 24 months, in the three months following the coldest months, when
compared to the rest of the year.16 It is shocking that in this wealthy nation, so many face heator-eat choices where families go without food during the winter to pay their heating bills, and
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their children fail to thrive and grow. A 2007 Colorado study found that the second leading
cause of homelessness for families with children is the inability to pay for home energy. 17
When people are unable to afford paying their home energy bills, dangerous and even fatal
results occur. In the winter, families resort to using unsafe heating sources, such as space
heaters, ovens and burners, all of which are fire hazards. Space heaters pose 3 to 4 times more
risk for fire and 18 to 25 times more risk for death than central heating. In 2007, space heaters
accounted for 17 percent of home fires and 20 percent of home fire deaths.18 In the summer, the
inability to keep the home cool can be lethal, especially to seniors. According to the CDC, older
adults, young children and persons with chronic medical conditions are particularly susceptible
to heat-related illness and are at a high risk of heat-related death. The CDC reports that 3,442
deaths resulted from exposure to extreme heat during 1999-2003.19 The CDC also notes that airconditioning is the number one protective factor against heat-related illness and death.20
LIHEAP assistance helps these vulnerable seniors, young children and medically vulnerable
persons keep their homes at safe temperatures during the winter and summer and also funds lowincome weatherization work to make homes more energy efficient.
LIHEAP is an administratively efficient and effective targeted health and safety program that
works to bring fuel costs within a manageable range for vulnerable low-income seniors, the
disabled and families with young children. We respectfully request that LIHEAP be funded
at no less than $4.7 billion in FY 2020.
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